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The Making of 
Mina the Hollower 


How a secret side project became Yacht Club’s 
next big Same BY ALEX VAN AKEN 


ALEC FAULKNER IS A TALENTED up-and-coming game designer 
with Yacht Club Games, the developer and publisher behind the Shovel 
Knight series. He lives in a converted backyard garage in Los Angeles, 
California, a quaint sunlit studio decorated with retro gaming memora- 
bilia and plants cultivated during isolation, where he is hard at work on 
Yacht Club’s next big project, Mina the Hollower. 

Before enrolling in the University of Southern California’s game de- 
velopment program, he studied video editing at the school’s film depart- 
ment. “I was really into editing, mostly because the pressure of being on 
a set and getting all of the footage in two weeks seemed crazy,” Faulkner 
tells me while hand-grinding coffee beans for his morning cup. “And I 
prefer working on a project that can take a year or a few years; you have 
plenty of time to make sure it’s all perfect. I guess that’s the perfectionist 
in me, unable to work in a faster-paced environment.” 
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After graduating from USC with a couple of game 
projects under his belt, Faulkner joined Yacht Club 
Games as an intern in 2016 to help bring Shovel 
Knight: Specter of Torment across the finish line. 

Seven years later, he’s directing the development 
of Mina The Hollower, the studio’s first new 2D se- 
ries since 2013. Surprisingly, Mina The Hollower 
was never supposed to be Yacht Club’s next big 
game. Instead, it was Faulkner’s secret side project - 
a small game he was developing to hone his art and 
programming skills in his free time. “I was really 
into Game Boy games at the time. I got a Game Boy 
flash cartridge and a nice backlit screen,” Faulkner 
says. “I was playing a million games and thinking, 


‘This pixel art style is extremely appealing. It’s very 
bizarre that nobody does anything with it.” 

He began creating Game Boy-inspired pixel art 
and posting it to social media for fun. Then he began 
programming, creating a simple top-down camera 
and a character capable of moving around an en- 
vironment. Development continued on Faulkner’s 
own time, and the top-down prototype, codenamed 
“Gothic,” became good enough that his boss took no- 
tice. Now, nearly four years later, his side project has 
raised over $1.2M via crowdfunding and is the sole 
focus of the team he’s leading at Yacht Club. 

“When I first heard about Mina, I was really scared,” 
Yacht Club founder and Shovel Knight director Sean 
Velasco recalls. “I thought, ‘Oh, Jesus. Alec will leave 
the company and bring this game with him’ But sure 
enough, he said, ‘No. Maybe we should do this next. 
Mina should be our next game.” Shovel Knight is a 
medieval sidescrolling platformer, and Yacht Club 
wanted a new game that would pair well with it. “If 
Shovel Knight was our Mario, what would our Zelda 
be? And that’s where Mina The Hollower fit the bill,’ 
Velasco said. 

Mina The Hollower is a 2D action-adventure game 
about an inventive mouse studying the Earth and its 
underground as a Hollower, a pseudo-scientist capa- 
ble of burrowing deep in the ground. Trying to res- 
cue an island in peril, Mina uses Hollower abilities to 
dodge hazards, leap to far-off ledges, defeat bosses, 
and reach secret areas in the dungeons and over- 
worlds she explores. She also wields a whip, keeping 
her distance while dismantling enemies in combat. 

Like Shovel Knight, Faulkner’s brainchild facili- 
tates creativity through its retro-inspired limitations. 
Specifically, it abides by the Game Boy Color’s tech- 
nical specifications. For example, the game’s 8-bit 
sprites only allow four colors per tile, and there aren’t 
any 3D assets. According to Velasco and Faulkner, 
embracing limitations like these at a project’s start 
establishes a strong foundation and sends develop- 
ment in a positive direction. 

Faulkner had always envisioned making a small 
solo project, not a studio-backed commercial release. 
“Originally, Alec thought Mina The Hollower would 
be like Castlevania. Eight stages. Fairly linear. And 
you'd go from room to room, beat the bosses, and 
that would be it,” Velasco says. “After making King of 
Cards and Shovel Knight Showdown - which were 
massive and overwrought - I think he just wanted a 
little palate cleanser. Unfortunately, that’s not really 
what happened.” 

The scope of Mina The Hollower suddenly ex- 
panded, adding features like character upgrades, 
new weapons, and collectible trinkets. To ensure the 
successful development of a commercial release, the 
team would have to rebuild the game from scratch 
with a new engine. “Making a cool new franchise is 


absolutely what we should be doing, and I can see 
that now. But when we were planning the game in 
the beginning, I thought, ‘Oh my God, this is going 
to be so much work. I’m so scared,” Faulkner says. 
Luckily, he was up for the task. 

“Sometimes I think about what [Mina] would have 
looked like if I kept this to myself and didn’t bring it 
to Yacht Club, and it was just my little thing. And I 
think that would have been a disaster,’ he exclaims, 
holding back a laugh. “It feels like I should be wor- 
ried about what happens if this game sucks. I’m go- 
ing to have wasted everybody’s time. But that’s not 
a worry because everyone will catch me, and no one 
will let this game suck. No one would let me, even 
if I tried to make it suck. Everyone would identify 
the problems and make a plan to fix them. So I feel 
very blessed that I have so many people I can trust to 
hold me accountable, hold the project accountable, 
and keep everything running smoothly.” = 
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Top: A behind-the- 
scenes screenshot 
of the game’s 
original prototype 


This feature uses interview excerpts from Making Mina, a documentary series 
about the making of Yacht Club’s next big game. Filmed and directed by Alex 
Van Aken, the three-part video series features a day in the life of working at 
Yacht Club Games, the never-before-seen prototype of Mina The Hollower, an 
exclusive look at developer Alec Faulkner’s level design process, how Yacht 
Club Games designs a Shovel Knight level, and so much more. 


Watch it all for free beginning November 21 at YouTube.com/GamelInformer 


